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ADJOURNMENT OF THE HOUSE 
HON KIM CHANCE (Agricultural - Leader of the House) [2.15 am]:  I move - 

That the house do now adjourn. 

“Protecting Children in Care: A Way Forward” - Adjournment Debate 
HON ROBYN McSWEENEY (South West) [2.16 am]:  I note that the time is quarter past two in the morning, 
we have been sitting in this place for more than 16 hours and we have a Liberal in the chair.  As the shadow 
spokesperson for community development and a former child protection officer, I take great interest in the 
workings of the Department for Community Development.  I was very interested to read the report tabled this 
week titled “Protecting Children in Care: A Way Forward”.  I want to raise the many concerns that I have about 
this report.  A total of 30 cases of children abused in foster care between April 2004 and March 2005 have been 
reported to the house; that is, a period of 11 months.  Seven cases were sexual abuse, 10 physical abuse, seven 
emotional abuse and six neglect; that is, neglect of children who were put into homes assessed by the state.  
These children were belted, yelled at and sexually abused.  I say again that the state assessed these homes as 
reasonable to put these children into.  There are currently around 1 800 children in foster care - sometimes fewer, 
sometimes more.  One child abused is one too many.  It is no good saying that 30 children out of a population of 
2 000 is okay, because it is certainly not.  The problem is that these children have been placed into care by the 
state and the public has a reasonable expectation that the state will assess these homes as impeccable places for 
these children to be placed in.  The fact that 30 children had a range of abuse directed against them is cause for 
grave concern.  The government initiated an independent inquiry in 2004 to create safer environments for 
children in care.  However, before I go too far, I want to say that, when I worked for the department, in the main 
the foster carers with whom I had contact were good people and people who were doing the best they could 
under the circumstances they had to work in. 

The areas of risk found in this report were over-representation of abuse in relative family placements, calling for 
more rigorous screening, and assessment training and support for relative carers.  I find it a bit of a joke that the 
department states that the new process adopted for relative carer assessments will comprise a comprehensive 
screening process, including police, departmental referee and health checks.  Why has the department not 
conducted those checks before?  It said clearly in answer to a question I asked that those competencies were not 
previously applied.  Why were they not previously applied?  The department has a policy of placing children, 
especially Aboriginal children, with family members.  It used to be the case that a high percentage of children in 
foster care placements with other family members were Aboriginal children.  I have read the Gordon report 
about the dysfunction and poverty in the community.  As I have said previously, I have worked in that area and I 
believe the policy of placing Aboriginal children with relatives can be detrimental in some circumstances.  I 
believe that having to deal with the over-representation of abuse in relative family placements is very frustrating 
for social workers.  I speak here about non-Aboriginal families as well.  How will the department do more 
rigorous screening?  It can give training and support to all families, but how good will this be?  I have just shown 
how the rhetoric does not meet with the reality.  The need for better support for general carers in regional 
Western Australia is just a statement, and if there is to be better support, why has this not been done already?  
There is a need for improved training and supervision of staff.  For goodness sake, what is a person who is not a 
trained social worker or welfare officer doing working in this department?  One would have thought that the staff 
here would have been supervised as well, but no.  We have it in writing from the department that the staff will be 
supervised.  
There is inadequate therapeutic support for children in care.  This is one area that is lacking very badly.  Many 
abused children need ongoing clinical therapy and other services.  I was pleased to read that the government 
recognises that the departmental psychology services are inadequate to meet the demand, especially in the 
regions, I might add.  In the south west area, at Collie, there is a great clinical psychologist named Charlie 
Garuccio.  I have been out on cases with him; he is very professional and caring, and the department could do 
with another 10 Charlies working for it.  More and more children need these services, and the waiting list goes 
on.  The government needs to provide the department with more psychologists, especially clinical psychologists.  
I do not mean social workers who pretend that they are psychologists.  That is where this department is coming 
unstuck.  Untrained people are counselling other people, and they are not qualified to do so. 

It does not need to be put on paper; action needs to take place now, ensuring a stronger voice for children in care.  
I note that the government will be establishing an advocate for children, but, because of time constraints, I will 
not go into it.  However, the advocate is not independent, and will report directly to the director general of the 
department.  I call for a select committee to examine the adequacy and effectiveness of the selection procedures 
for foster carers in the department, and the adequacy and effectiveness of the assessment procedures for foster 
care suitability of relative or family placements within the department.  I call for the establishment of an 
independent advocate for children in foster care, and any other related matter, because this is just so important.  
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The state is putting children into homes, and is not assessing those homes properly.  I want the assessment 
procedures looked into urgently.   

It is 2.20 am, and here I am talking, which shows the importance of this matter.  I put it to this government that it 
would be in the best interests of the children to have an independent advocate.  The department says it has given 
$300 000 to the foster carer recruitment service in 2004-05 to start the assessment of relative carers.  The 
government acknowledges that the greater risk of abuse in care is not the department’s practice, but far too few 
suitable placements to meet demand.  Does this mean that this department is placing children into homes that it 
knows are not suitable?  I have just proved that this is happening.  Why place children in unsuitable placements?  
Did the government just admit that it knows that children are being placed in unsuitable placements?  

The 33 per cent increase to foster carer subsidies is long overdue.  Western Australia has one of the lowest rates.  
New South Wales had much higher payments a long time ago.  I hope that 33 per cent brings the rate in Western 
Australia up to the level of New South Wales, but I do not think it will.  I was astounded to read that legislation 
to strengthen criminal records screening processes has been put on paper.  Has this not been done already?  I 
asked the question today and I was told that it had, but I was not given the date on which it started.   

Caseloads have always been a worry for the department and social workers.  The new induction and training 
procedures for new staff before the allocation of a caseload should have been a requirement of any team leader.  
That should be basic practice, and yet the department puts it down in a document that costs probably umpteen 
million dollars to get organised - for commonsense, for goodness sake!  I know the issue of abuse in foster care 
is a very sensitive area.  I believe that unless people have worked in this area, they might think that the 
government is doing a good job, but it is not in reality if it is just starting to bring in these measures.  Children in 
care must deal with many problems.  It would be fair to say that they are very insecure little people.  They need 
to be safe in foster homes.  I will continue to monitor that safety. 

I would prefer that this government had an independent inquiry into foster care assessments and the procedures 
that are used to assess families, but I would be putting forward the proposal that we have a select committee to 
look into foster care assessment procedures.  I believe those assessment procedures need to be laid down and that 
protocols need to be better.  What is the government doing putting 30 of those children into homes in which they 
were belted and neglected - six were neglected, for goodness sake - yet the state assessed those homes as being 
suitable.   

Water Crisis - Adjournment Debate 
HON JOHN FISCHER (Mining and Pastoral) [2.26 am]:  In March 2004 Governor-General Michael Jeffery 
said in a major speech that water was our most vital asset.  He went on to say that water shortages would be an 
international issue and should be treated as the vital national resource issue in Australia.  He said that it would be 
a future critical issue of the globe, that wars would be fought over the ownership and distribution of fresh water, 
and he added that we must be more creative and efficient in the way in which we use water.  Against that 
backdrop, Western Australians have been bombarded almost daily with stories of the continuing water crisis in 
this state.  We have had headlines such as “Perth’s water problems deepen”, “Adequate water supply wanted, not 
more spin”, “Chilling future for our water crisis”, which have left Western Australians shaking their heads in 
disbelief at how we could have let ourselves get into this position. 
The reason for our current deepening potable water predicament is that over the years successive governments 
and the Water Corporation have not been progressive or proactive.  They have not looked into the future or 
planned for it.  In effect, like other government agencies, such as Western Power, they have waited for the crisis 
to occur and then responded with a series of knee-jerk reactions.  Conveniently in the case of dwindling potable 
water supplies the multitude of blame shifted has seized on the “Get us out of trouble” phrases, such as global 
warming and climate change; the old attitude of “let us blame God rather than ourselves, and that should do the 
trick with the public”.  However, the trouble is that the public is not swallowing this.  The public is not as 
gullible as some people think.  There are also scientists who have a very different view of the excuses that have 
been offered.   
The recent calculations of rainfall over Perth catchment indicate that 2 500 gigalitres of rain has fallen over the 
350 000 hectare catchment.  Our experts in collecting, storing and distributing water have been very successful 
in harvesting 150 gigalitres or four per cent of that rainfall for our dams!  Those statistics should be the starting 
point for resolving our water crisis.  Other examples of these inefficiencies include the neglect of our most 
important collection and distribution facilities, namely our dams and rivers, all of which have shown increasing 
salinity over the years.  Rivers such as the Blackwood, Murray, Collie, Kent and Avon were all originally 
identified as sources of potable water.  They are now all too saline to fulfil that role.  The Water Corporation and 
the Water and Rivers Commission must take responsibility for that situation, because they have been monitoring 
these salinity increases and have done nothing to correct the situation.  As a direct result, we now find one of the 
largest and safest dams in this state, namely the Wellington Dam, has become saline because of the years of 
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neglect and inaction.  The true cost of that neglect is now being felt by the taxpaying public and the water users 
of Perth.  The water from that dam could be used as a water source for Perth, but now we have two options under 
consideration: we either build a $350 million reverse osmosis plant at Kwinana with major price escalations or 
commit $370 million to extract water from the south Yarragadee aquifer.  Both these projects are designed to 
provide 45 gigalitres of water to Perth. 

The neglect and mismanagement of our most precious resource is bad enough.  The financial penalty that the 
taxpaying public is saddled with as a consequence adds to these mistakes.  The most unforgivable sin is the 
knee-jerk proposal to partially correct these previous errors.   

As I said, two proposals have been advanced by the Water Corporation to provide Perth consumers with this 
urgently needed water.  The first is the Kwinana reverse osmosis plant, which has a rising capital cost of at least 
$350 million and an annual running and maintenance cost of $25 million.  The production cost of the water is 
estimated at $1.20 per kilolitre.  The second proposal is the ground water extraction from the south west 
Yarragadee, which has a capital cost of at least $370 million.  The majority of Western Australian taxpayers and 
water consumers oppose both of these proposals.  The grounds for their objections are the environmental, social 
and financial consequences.  Taxpayers are already on notice that they will have to pay an annual $50 levy, 
irrespective of which option might be chosen. 

The development of water supplies and catchment areas are issues of continuing importance and concern to 
everyone.  Yet the government continues to overlook the Wellington Dam desalination proposal that has been 
put forward by Agritech Smartwater.  The proposal is designed to take the saline scour water by pipeline 
vertically down the Darling Scarp to Brunswick.  The height difference would provide sufficient hydraulic 
pressure to drive the reverse osmosis process.  The treated water would then be piped 18 kilometres to Harvey 
and from there to Perth.  This process would result in the water salinity level being reduced from 1 500 parts per 
million to 50 parts per million.  In comparison, Perth’s dams along the scarp have an average salinity level of 
approximately 450 parts per million.  Also, there would be an environmental bonus in the Agritech Smartwater 
proposal because it does not require any significant power, therefore saving greenhouse gas emissions of an 
estimated 300 000 tonnes of carbon dioxide from going into the atmosphere.   

The environmental impact of the government’s proposed desalination plant at Cockburn Sound poses a number 
of significant environmental threats.  However, that did not stop “Good News” Geoff from announcing on 14 
April this year that the Multiplex-Degremont joint venture would build the seawater desalination plant that 
would be operational in October next year.  Agritech’s proposal would deliver water to the people of Perth at 
less cost and deliver up to 45 gigalitres of water, the same amount as the desalination plant, without any up-front 
capital cost or running cost and at half the price of the Kwinana reverse osmosis plant alternative. 

Given this situation and the possibility of a reduced ongoing cost to consumers, the taxpayers of the state should 
ask why the government has not given consideration to Agritech Smartwater’s proposal being knee jerked into a 
desalination plant.  Is this one promise the government feels it must honour?  It is in total contrast to the attitude 
it has taken to election promises in the past four years.   

Questions have been asked in this place about why this proposal has not been judged on its merits.  If it is found 
that this project is not feasible, the Water Corporation should say why it is not.  If it is feasible, it should be held 
accountable, along with the government, to explain why it has continually ignored this proposal.  If this proposal 
will not work, the government should tell the people of Western Australia why, otherwise it should get some 
competent people in charge.  The onus is on this government to be accountable and I wait the government’s 
response with bated breath.  Whether the government is forthcoming with a response is something about which 
we will have to wait and see.  It is imperative that the government explain to the people of this state why it has 
not looked at this project for reverse osmosis out of Wellington Dam with any sincerity and certainly why it has 
not given any indication for the reason it will not go ahead with it. 

Question put and passed. 

House adjourned at 2.35 am (Friday) 
 


